Logotherapy by Ngugi, Mukoma Wa
University of Nebraska - Lincoln
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
University of Nebraska Press -- Sample Books and
Chapters University of Nebraska Press
2016
Logotherapy
Mukoma Wa Ngugi
Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/unpresssamples
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the University of Nebraska Press at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It
has been accepted for inclusion in University of Nebraska Press -- Sample Books and Chapters by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.
Ngugi, Mukoma Wa, "Logotherapy" (2016). University of Nebraska Press -- Sample Books and Chapters. 331.
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/unpresssamples/331
L o g o t h e r a p y
Buy the Book
Series editor: Kwame Dawes
Editorial Board
Chris Abani, Northwestern University
Gabeba Baderoon, Pennsylvania 
State University
Kwame Dawes, University of 
Nebraska– Lincoln
Bernardine Evaristo, Brunel 
University London
John Keene, Rutgers University
Matthew Shenoda, Columbia 
College Chicago
Advisory Board
Laura Sillerman
Glenna Luschei
Sulaiman Adebowale
Elizabeth Alexander
Buy the Book
LOGOTHERAPY
Mukoma Wa Ngugi
University of Nebraska Press / Lincoln and London
Buy the Book
© 2016 by the Board of Regents of 
the University of Nebraska
“Hunting Words with my Father” appeared in 
Mythium Journal 3 (Summer 2011); “I Swear 
I See Skulls Coming” appeared in New York 
Quarterly 65 (Winter 2009); “A Poem for Arthur 
Nortje” appeared in Kwani Journal 2 (2003).
All rights reserved
Manufactured in the United States of America
The African Poetry Series has been made possible 
through the generosity of philanthropists 
Laura and Robert F. X. Sillerman, whose 
contributions have facilitated the establishment 
and operation of the African Poetry Book Fund.
Library of Congress  
Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: Mũkoma wa Ngũgĩ, author.
Title: Logotherapy / Mukoma Wa Ngugi.
Description: Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, [2016]
Series: African book poetry series
Identifiers: 
lccn 2016003755 (print) 
lccn 2016010483 (ebook)
isbn 9780803290679 (pbk.: alk. paper)
isbn 9780803295308 (epub)
isbn 9780803295315 (mobi)
isbn 9780803295322 (pdf )
Classification: 
lcc pr9381.9.m778 a6 2016 (print)
lcc pr9381.9.m778 (ebook)
ddc 821/.92— dc23
lc record available at 
http://lccn.loc.gov/2016003755
Set in Garamond Premier by Rachel Gould.
Designed by N. Putens.
Buy the Book
For my wife, Maureen Burke, and daughter, 
Nyambura Eileen Wa Mukoma. Without you my 
words have no music.
Buy the Book
Buy the Book
C o n t e n t s
Acknowledgments ix
I. To Give a Word a Name
Preface: Hunting Words 
with My Father 3
Ancestries of Land Mines 6
Keys 9
My Two Names 10
To Our Unborn Child Whom 
We Shall Name Nyambura 12
In Your Name 14
A Moment between Writing 15
An Orange 16
Pepto Bismol 17
Multiplicity and Skins 18
Safe House 19
II. Shadows and Light
Shadows and Light in Play 23
The Clouds Above 30
A Walk amongst Shadows 
with Sandra 31
Perfect Silence Is When Each 
Thing Sings Itself 32
Geysers and Hot Springs 33
Bifocals 34
Buy the Book
New Frontiers: Wisconsin 
Winter 36
I. Excerpts from an 
Immigrant’s Diary 37
III. Whispers and Tendrils
First Meetings 41
First Date 42
Framing Your Picture 43
Framing a Second Picture 43
Guttural Love 44
Love and Distance 45
Leper’s Gold 46
Nostalgia I 47
Nostalgia II 48
A Poem Written in Silence 49
Last Frames 50
IV. Remembrances
A Poem for Arthur Nortje and 
Other Lost African Poets 53
Welcoming Mortality Home 55
My Grandfather’s Hands 57
Letter to My Artist Friend 
Who Died Young 58
Eight Months and Two Days 
Loading Trucks at UPS 60
Logotherapy 62
To My Archeologist 63
V. Gifts of Violence
Gifts of Violence 67
Faith 68
JailBirds 69
Fall 70
To the Driver Who Splashed 
Me with Rainwater 71
Dread Locks 72
Revolt 73
Prints of Genocide 74
I Swear I See Skulls Coming 75
Kenya: A Love Letter 76
This Is What I Know 77
Epilogue: On Reading the Poem 
I Should Have Written 79
Buy the Book
Ac k n o w l e d g m e n t s
With gratitude and debt to Kwame Dawes and Matthew Shenoda for their 
warm but deep critical reading and for giving these poems a home. Much 
warmth to the ippp writers and musicians (what the hell does our acronym 
stand for again?) Melissa Tuckey, Krishna Ramanujan, and Joe Crookston. 
And to Joeth Zucco for letting me see, enter, and be swallowed up by the 
poems once again. I am also thinking of Clifton Gachagua— that poetic 
volcano that is the future!
Buy the Book
Buy the Book
L o g o t h e r a p y
Buy the Book
Buy the Book
I
To Give a Word a Name
Buy the Book
Buy the Book
3Preface
Hunting Words with My Father
(For my father’s seventieth)
One morning I burst into my father’s study and said
when I grow up, I too want to hunt, I want to hunt
words, and giraffes, pictures, buffalos, and books
and he, holding a pen and a cup of tea, said, Little Father,
to hunt words can be dangerous— but still, it is best to start
early. He waved his blue bic- pen and his office turned
into Nyandarua forest. It was morning, the mist rising
from the earth like breath as rays from the sun fell hard
on the ground like sharp nails. Little Father, do you see
him?— my father asked. No, I said. Look again— the mist
is a mirror— do you see him? And I looked again and
there was a Maasai warrior tall as the trees, spear in hand.
Shadow him, feign his movements, shadow him until
his movements are your movements. Running my feet
along the leaves I walked to where he was, crouched
like him so close to the earth, feet sinking deeper
into the earth as if in mud, turning and reading the wind
and fading into the mist till I became one with the forest.
For half a day we stayed like this— tired and hungry
I was ready for home. But my father said, I did not say
this was easy— you cannot hunt words on a full stomach.
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4And just as soon as he spoke there was a roar so loud
and stomping so harsh that hot underground streams broke
open like a dozen or so water pipes sending hissing,
steaming water high into the air. I turned to run
but the warrior stood his ground. As the roar
and thunder came closer, his hair braided and full of red
ochre turned into dreadlocks so long that they seemed like
roots running from the earth. When the transfiguration
was complete, before me stood a Mau Mau fighter, spear
in one hand, homemade gun in the other, eyes so red
that through the mist they looked like hot molten
cinders, the long dreadlocks a thousand thin
snakes in the wind, the leaves and grass and thorns
rushing past him. You must help him, don’t just stand
there, help him— my father implored but just as soon
as I had closed my little hands into fists, the lion
appeared high up in the air, body stretched the whole
length as the Mau Mau fighter pulled the spear like
it was a long root from the earth. The lion, midair, tried
to stop, recoiled its talons to offer peace, but it was too
late and it let out another roar as its chest crushed
into the spear, breastplate giving way until the spear
had edged its way to the heart. Dying then dead
it continued its terrible arc and landed. I waved
and the picture stood still. My father came up to me
and asked, Why have you stopped the hunt? I said
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5“but we killed it— I have what we came for.” I pointed
to where the Mau Mau warrior was pulling his spear
from the carcass, but my father shook his head and said
— You have done well but look closely— how can you
carry all that in a word? How can we carry that home?
It is too heavy. I laughed and said— “Father, you help me.”
But he pointed to the ground, to a steady flow of a bright
thin red river furiously winding down from the grooves
of the spear to the earth. I too pointed, unable to speak
— the beauty larger than my imagination. I was confused.
I had no words. Come, let us go home Little Father.
When you are of age you shall find the words, he said.
But always be careful— to hunt a word is to hunt a life.
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